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Preparing for this presentation I started thinking about this topic from a
processing archivist’s perspective (which is essentially what I do). I manage
processing. I wanted to talk about how even though processing activities are
the nuts and bolts of our field (and sometimes not very glamorous) we can
still do something about diversity in our collections. I wanted to empower
those of us who deal with “the stuff”. And of course the topic sort of ballooned
on me. So I decided to focus on UK’s efforts to step our Public Policy
Archives away from being “white” centered and really grow our collections in
diverse ways. Partially through strategic processing.
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To start I’d like to quote from Howard Zinn. He says it better than I could. And
though this is 40 years old, it still proves true today in many ways.
The collection of records, papers, and memoirs…is biased towards the
important and powerful people of the society, tending to ignore the impotent
and obscure: we learn most about the rich, not the poor; the successful, not
the failures; the old, not the young; the politically active, not the politically
alienated; men, not women; white, not black...”
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So look at this picture. This is the SCRC’s lobby as of 2009. You can see in
the back there what many of us not so affectionately called our “Wall of Dead
White Men”. They were supposed to be a representative show-piece
illustrating the Public Policy Archive. But what they really illustrate is its
problem with diversity. Largely political archives are white and male because
that is our political history. This is what we have in our collections and
historically have gone after.
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Kentucky is a very white state. It is 85% white. It is 43rd in diversity. Kentucky
largely self-identifies as a southern state. The KKK and other hate groups
have a long history in Kentucky. And the University of Kentucky is the land
grant institution for the commonwealth, founded in 1865. So originally, UK
Special Collections was founded to document THIS, white history. It is a hard
ship to turn.
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The SCRC has around 10,000 accessions, around 2500 finding aids, and
50,000 cubic feet of material. But our holdings to not meet the very low bar of
15% relating to diverse populations. We do not have 1500 individual
accessions, 375 finding aids, and 7500 cubic feet relating to non-white
people and organizations. This is the context around our efforts to increase
diversity in our PPA collections. It is a hard truth to confront, but we are not
diverse.
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Our plan to increase the amounts of diversity in our collections include a
three-pronged approach: Rethink our public spaces, widen the definition of
public policy to be more inclusive, and leverage our processing funds to
make more diverse collections available. Hopefully, this along with
intentionally more diverse collecting efforts will show non-white populations
that they belong in the archives.
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So here’s that photograph again…two years ago our Associate Dean had this
wall taken down. We had a redesign of our lobby and added large prints
representing different aspects of our collections. These photographs hang in
that space.
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We as archivists need to be more aware of our space and our marketing.
What message are we sending out to the public about archives? Who
belongs there? These are two examples of past political exhibits in Special
Collections. Very focused around singular white male politicians.
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We are purposeful in widening the definition of public policy. Here are several
and they all have similarities:
Wikipedia: Public policy is the principled guide to action taken by the
administrative executive branches of the state with regard to a class of
issues, in a manner consistent with law and institutional customs. Public
policy is considered strong when it solves problems efficiently and effectively,
serves justice, supports governmental institutions and policies, and
encourages active citizenship.
Merriam Webster: Government policies that affect the whole population.
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An Introduction to the Policy Process, by Thomas A. Birkland
Public policy is what government, at any level, does or does not do about a
problem.
Policy is made on behalf of the "public.“
Policy is made by governments, even if the ideas come from outside
government or through the interaction of government and the public.
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We are widening the definition of public policy to include more voices from
“the public,” therefore include collections of advocacy organizations, papers
from activists, papers from people involved in local government. These are
things more likely to document experiences of more diverse populations.
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In the past two years, we have used funds from both an endowment and a
graduate assistantship to process the records and papers of advocacy
organizations as well as local and state government figures. These are funds
specifically earmarked for public policy collections. The funds from the
endowment have been used to hire temporary employees to process
collections such as the Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence and the
Georgia Davis Powers papers. Our graduate assistant position for public
policy works on collections that are more diverse and inclusive, including
women, minorities, grass-roots figures, and non-governmental organizations.
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These next slides are just a few selections of materials we have uncovered
that document more than just mainstream white male politicians materials.
Things that tell a different story. Last year (and this is still somewhat ongoing)
my graduate assistant processed the Kentuckians for the Commonwealth
records. Kentuckians For The Commonwealth is a statewide citizens'
organization working for a new balance of power and a just society. They use
direct action to challenge – and change – unfair political, economic and
social systems. Their membership is open to all people who are committed to
equality, democracy and non-violent change.
In their records we have found many images of protest, including these two
focused on environment and police brutality.
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In the Martha Jane Whiteside papers, who was a Lexington City Council
member, we found records of an organization called the Hunter Foundation
for Health Care. She was on their board for a while, and a large portion of
her papers contains records from her time there. The Hunter Foundation for
Health Care was a nonprofit healthcare organization named in honor of a
longtime African-American doctor who practiced in Lexington. The
organization served primarily low-income African-American areas of
Lexington between the 1970s-1980s.
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We had a temporary employee finish processing Senator Georgia Davis
Powers papers, which include her scrapbooks covering her entire career in
politics and the Civil Rights Movement. Georgia Davis Powers was the first
African-American and first woman elected to the Kentucky State Senate.
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Finally, this is the list on our website of major public policy collections. Only
two of them listed are non-white men. So our plan for our Graduate Assistant
next year is to have them work on a more in-depth guide to our public policy
collections, which will present a more nuanced, diverse, and inclusive list of
collections. So by being more aware of our messaging and what collections
we process and make available, we hope to attract and pursue more diverse
collections that present a wider picture of politics in Kentucky.
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